Nodular leprosy of childhood and tuberculoid leprosy: a comparative, morphologic, immunopathologic and quantitative study of skin tissue reaction.
Nodular leprosy of childhood (NL) is a benign clinical variant of tuberculoid leprosy that affects breast-feeding infants and children that remained in a highly infected environment. The lesions resolve with complete healing and NL has been considered a manifestation of allergy and congenital immunity to Mycobacteria leprae. We studied the tissue reaction, Mycobacterial antigen frequency, and the lymphocyte subsets (CD45RO+, CD4+, CD8+, B, NK), dendritic cells (epidermal CD1a+ cells and S100+ dermal dendrocytes), and macrophages in skin lesions of a clinically well characterized NL group (N = 11). Results were compared to children (N = 23) and adults (N = 24) with classical tuberculoid leprosy. NL lesion histopathology was characterized by dense granulomatous inflammatory reaction, with a greater number of confluent tubercles when compared to the other groups. Neural compromise was seen in all biopsies. The frequency of Mycobacterium antigen was similar in all groups. The population of CD45RO+, CD4+ and CD8+ T lymphocytes, natural killer cells, B lymphocytes, CD1a+ epidermal cells, and macrophages of NL lesions did not differ from the other groups. The number of S100+ dermal dendritic cells of the NL group was smaller than that of the adult group, although it did not differ from the other group of children. Except for the confluent tubercules, our data could not disclose any other difference in the tissue reaction of NL, in spite of its peculiar clinical features and evolution when compared with the classical tuberculoid leprosy. The localization of NL lesions may be the result of the intimate skin contact with lepromatous parents or relatives, in areas such as cheeks, arms, buttocks, and limbs, and the innoculation of M. leprae into skin may strongly stimulate cell mediated immunity (CMI) against the bacilli. These circumstances might explain the good CMI response leading to high resistance, stability, and auto-resolution of nodular leprosy of childhood.